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October Doxology
In a country churchyard
Fall ~ October 1992

The day is nearly over and the family reunion is coming to an end. The food has been put away. The old school house where I started school in 1939, now serving as a community center, has been tidied and placed back in order for the next gathering. Most have gone their separate ways, some to homes nearby and others to distant destinations. My own grandchildren scurry about, climbing into and out of the back of the pickup, scrambling to fill the waning hours with energetic play before they are herded into the cars and begin the long trip home.
Joined by other members of the family, we form a small entourage as we take one last walk along some of the paths that I followed when a child. As I hold onto the little ones' hands and point out what I think might be things of interest to them, I have a compelling need to convey to them the feelings of nostalgia that well up inside as I walk among the familiar from long ago. Then comes the reality that Holly Springs, Arkansas, and the world I knew back then is mine alone and will never be theirs. For we are from different times and places, grandfather and grandchild. We walk down to the nearby spring, where they revel in tossing chunks into the pool below, despite gentle warnings about getting themselves wet. Afterwards, we drive from the school house to the cemetery where many of my family lie buried. In spite of the need to be on our way, to come this far and not go there would not be fitting.
It is across the hollow from the school and up on the hill, a few hundred yards from the main part of town. The gravel road beside it leads to our old home place, a hill farm a couple of miles to the east, beyond Chapel Creek. Just outside the cemetery gate is the spot where the old white-frame Methodist church once stood. All this is so familiar, with the oak trees still standing guard in the cemetery. Though older and larger, their numbers diminished by the ravages of time and random storms, they look much the same as the day I left. There are other reminders of the many years that have passed: The old church is gone, with only a small marker to identify its location and detail its history. It was in that church that I, when a baby, lay on a quilt pallet in a small open area between the slatted wood benches and the wood-burning stove.
Back then, on hot summer nights during revival meetings, the churches windows were opened wide. Through the windows the evangelist's message drifted out over the small group of men standing among the cars and the wagons. Although they wouldn't go in, some may have listened from the shadows. Mostly they talked in quiet tones. A few sampled the contents of a fruit jar making the rounds in the darkness. Occasionally, during a pause in the preacher's sermon, fragments of their conversation could be heard by those inside, creating a brief dissonance in the service.
Walking on down the hill in the cemetery, I am reminded of a loss of continuity with this place and of the fleeting years as I move among the graves of my family and our neighbors from back then. Some are the graves of men who stood outside the church on those summer nights. The irony of it crosses my mind ... of the ones inside and the ones outside; now together in this common place.
As the last rays of the October sun recede and evening settles upon the hill. I think how our lives are seemingly spent in search of answers to the unanswerable. Being here at this quiet resting place for those who have passed beyond what an ancient writer called 'the cloud of unknowing,’ brings thoughts of the past and of the certainty of death. Here in each grave, someone who has preceded me in that final step.
As I contemplate the eternity into which they have passed, I sense the approaching day and hour when I will join them. Here, among those who have gone, I ponder the meaning of it all and the part I play in a universe created by a benevolent and loving God. My thoughts are of things and times that used to be, but now gone forever. The sentimental ties to this place in south Arkansas and the recollection of those who were such a vital, vibrant part of my life, pull at me. As the lengthening shadows signify the ending of this beautiful fall day, I am overtaken by sadness and gratitude. Sadness that they are gone; grateful for those short years I spent with them in this special place. For it was here, in this place of my youth, that I was given a glimpse of what heaven must be: In the song of a mockingbird on a fresh April morning; in the sweet fragrance of honeysuckle on a warm night in May, as a rising moon spills its light over freshly planted fields. It is my fervent hope that someday, across the river and beyond the cloud of the unknowing, I will again smell that sweet fragrance in the moonlight, walk barefooted down the lane after a sudden summer shower and once more hear the songbirds from my childhood.
~ Boyd Dodson
This Essay, written in October. 1992, is from a collection of memories titled Where Violets Bloom, by the author who lives in Dyer, Arkansas. 
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